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I. INTRODUCTION  

THE HISTORIC PRESERVATION ZONING OVERLAY  

 

Please also see MHZC Hand Book. 

 

Neighborhoods and districts in more than two thousand towns in the United States 

use historic zoning as a tool to protect their unique architectural characters. There 

are quantifiable reasons for historic zoning: it gives neighborhoods greater control 

over development; it can stabilize property values; it decreases the risk of investing 

in oneõs house; it promotes heritage tourism; it protects viable urban housing stock; 

it preserves natural resources by conserving building materials. And there are less 

quantifiable, but equally important, reasons for conservation zoning -- it protects 

our past for future generations, it nurtures a sense of community, and it provides a 

sense of place.  

 

Historic zoning overlays are locally designated and administered by the 

Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission (MHZC), an agency of the Metropolitan 

Government of Nashville and Davidson County.  Historic zoning overlays are 

applied in addition to the base or land-use zoning of an area.  Historic zoning overlays 

do not impact use. 

 

Like the National Register of Historic Places, neighborhood conservation zoning 

honors an areaõs historical significance.  With that recognition, certain exterior work 

on buildingsñnew construction, additions, demolition, and relocationñis reviewed 

to ensure that the neighborhoodõs special character is preserved. 

 

There are three types of historic zoning overlays:  historic preservation, 

neighborhood conservation and historic landmarks.  In addition to the projects 

reviewed in a neighborhood conservation zoning overlay, historic preservation and 

historic landmark overlays  also  review exterior alterations to existing buildings -- 

like replacing siding or installing a fence.  Overlays with historic preservation or 

historic landmark zoning are not more historically significant than those with 

neighborhood conservation zoning; rather, the MHZC with neighborhood input 

and direction of the Council member determined that this overlay is most 

compatible with the goals of the neighborhood and the MHZC.   
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WHAT IS REVIEWED:  
 
IN A HISTORIC 
LANDMARK OVERLAY  

¶ New construction  (primary 
and secondary structures)  

¶ Additions ð increased 

footprint, height or building envelope 
of an existing structure  

¶ Demolition (in whole or in 
part)  

¶ Relocation of structures  

¶ Construction of appurtenances 
(with the exception of portable 
storage buildings less than 100 
square feet)   

¶ Signage 

¶ Repairs and Alterations to 
existing structures  

¶ Setback Determinations 
 
IN A HISTORIC 
PRESERVATION 
OVERLAY 

¶ New construction  (primary 
and secondary structures)  

¶ Additions ð increased 
footprint, height or building envelope 
of an existing structure  

¶ Demolition (full or in part)  

¶ Relocation of structures  

¶ Construction of appurtenances 
(with the exception of portable 
storage buildings less than 100 
square feet) 

¶ Signage 

¶ Repairs and Alterations to 
existing structures  

¶ Setback Determinations 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WHAT ARE THE DESIGN GUIDELINES?  

 

The Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission (MHZC) is the architectural review 

board that reviews applications for work on properties within historic zoning 

overlay districts.  Its nine members, appointed by the mayor, include representatives 

from zoning districts, the Metropolitan Planning Commission, the Metropolitan 

Historical Commission, architect(s) and others.  Design review is administered 

according to a set of design guidelines.  The guidelines are criteria and standards, 

developed jointly by the MHZC and property owners at the time of designation, 

which are used in determining the architectural compatibility of proposed projects.  

The guidelines provide direction for project applicants and ensure that the decisions 

of the MHZC are not arbitrary or based on anyone's personal taste. 

 

The guidelines protect the district from new construction or additions not in 

character with the district and from the loss of architecturally or historically 

important buildings. 

 

By state and local legislation, design guidelines for historic overlays must be in 

accordance with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for the Treatment of Historic 

Propertiesñcriteria developed by the National Park Service and used by private and 

public preservation organizations throughout the country. (Please see I.B.) 
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WHAT IS REVIEWED, 
continued: 
 
 
IN A NEIGHBORHOOD  
CONSERVATION OVERLAY  
(also B&B Homestays) 
 

¶ New construction  (primary 
and secondary structures)  

¶ Additions ð increased footprint, 
height or building envelope of an 
existing structure  

¶ Demolition (in whole or in part)  

¶ Relocation  of structures  

¶ Setback Determinations 
 
 

WHAT IS NOT REVIEWED 
IN CONSERVATION 
OVERLAYS 
 

¶ Work that cannot be seen from 
the public right-of-way (not including 
alleys).  To avoid a possible violation, 
the project should be evaluated by staff 
for assurance that a Preservation 
Permit is not necessary. 

¶ Temporary  Structures are ones 
that are erected for a period of 90 days 
or less and does not have permanent 
foundations. 

¶ Portable buildings are those that 
are no larger than 10õ x 10õ, do not 
have permanent foundations, designed 
and used primarily for the storage of 
household goods, personal items and 
other materials, are used  on a limited 
basis and are not hooked up to 
utilities. 

¶ Temporary banners/signage 

¶ Temporary construction trailers 

¶ Painting of wood 
 
 
WHAT IS NOT REVIEWED 
IN HISTORIC 
PRESERVATION 
OVERLAYS 
 

¶ Temporary banners/signage 

¶ Temporary construction trailers 

¶ Painting of wood 
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PURPOSE OF THE DESIGN GUIDELINES  
 
Within the zoning ordinance, òhistoric zoningó is used as the general term for 
Nashvilleõs three types of zoning overlay districts applicable to historic properties: 
historic preservation, neighborhood conservation, and historic landmark.   The 
references to historic zoning in the ordinance and design guidelines are to be 
understood as neighborhood conservation zoning overlay, or simply conservation 
zoning.  
 
A. Design guidelines are criteria and standards which the Metropolitan Historic 

Zoning Commission must consider in determining the appropriateness of 
proposed work within a neighborhood conservation zoning district. 
Appropriateness of work must be determined in order to accomplish the goals of 
historic and neighborhood conservation zoning, as outlined in Article IX 
(Historic Zoning Regulations), Metropolitan Comprehensive Zoning Ordinance:  

 
1. To preserve and protect the historical and/or architectural value of buildings 

or other structures;  
 
2. To regulate exterior design, arrangement, texture, and materials proposed to 

be used within the historic district to ensure compatibility;  
 
3. To create an aesthetic appearance which complements the historic buildings 

or other structures;  
 
4. To foster civic beauty;  
 
5. To strengthen the local economy; and  
 
6. To promote the use of historic districts for the education, pleasure, and 

welfare of the present and future citizens of Nashville and Davidson County.  
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SECRETARY OF THE INTERIOR STANDARDS  
 
B. By state law, all design guidelines for neighborhood conservation zoning overlays must comply 

with the Secretary of the Interior's Standards for Treatment of Historic 
Properties: 

 
1. A property will be used as it was historically or be given a new use that requires minimal 

change to its distinctive materials, features, spaces and spatial relationships. 
 

2.  The historic character of a property will be retained and preserved. The removal of distinctive 

materials or alteration of features, spaces and spatial relationships that characterize a property 

will be avoided. 
 

3. Each property will be recognized as a physical record of its time, place and use. Changes that 

create a false sense of historical development, such as adding conjectural features or elements 

from other historic properties, will not be undertaken. 
 

4. Changes to a property that have acquired historic significance in their own right will be retained 

and preserved. 
 

5. Distinctive materials, features, finishes and construction techniques or examples of 

craftsmanship that characterize a property will be preserved. 
 

6.  Deteriorated historic features will be repaired rather than replaced. Where the severity of 

deterioration requires replacement of a distinctive feature, the new feature will match the old in 

design, color, texture and, where possible, materials. Replacement of missing features will be 

substantiated by documentary and physical evidence. 
 

7.  Chemical or physical treatments, if appropriate, will be undertaken using the gentlest means 

possible. Treatments that cause damage to historic materials will not be used. 
 

8.  Archeological resources will be protected and preserved in place. If such resources must be 

disturbed, mitigation measures will be undertaken. 
 

9. New additions, exterior alterations or related new construction will not destroy historic 

materials, features and spatial relationships that characterize the property. The new work will 

be differentiated from the old and will be compatible with the historic materials, features, size, 

scale and proportion, and massing to protect the integrity of the property and its environment. 
 

10.  New additions and adjacent or related new construction will be undertaken in such a 

manner that, if removed in the future, the essential form and integrity of the historic property 

and its environment would be unimpaired. 
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The full set of Secretary of Interior 

Standards may be found online at 

www.cr.nps.gov/hps/tps/

standguide/ 



I. INTRODUCTION  

A SHORT HISTORY OF SECOND AVENUE  

 

Listed in the National Register of Historic Places, 

the Second Avenue Historic District is Nashville's 

oldest downtown district.  Second Avenue or Market 

Street, as it was known until 1903, was the 

commercial heart of the city in the latter half of the 

nineteenth century.  This district is important for its 

outstanding examples of Victorian commercial 

architecture and for its representation of the 

development of this area as one of the most 

important industrial section s in Nashvilleõs history. 

 

Located along the east side of Second Avenue is one 

of the most outstanding collections of cast iron and 

masonry storefronts remaining in America.  These 

buildings were construction in the 1870s and 1880s 

in what was one of the earliest settled area of 

Nashville.  Built for shops and stores, most are three 

or four stories tall and are the full block deep, 

running back to First Avenue and overlooking the 

Cumberland River. 

 

In 1804, in the area covered by this district there 

were two frame residences, a stone house which had 

been constructed as a fort, three frame store 

buildings, one frame tavern, and a one-story log 

house from which operated a ferry and keel boat 

landing. 

 

The area continued to develop as a business district, 

with most of the owners living further out from this 

area.  In 1809, several businesses had been 

established here, including a tannery, a silversmith 

shop, a bookstore, and a tavern. 
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Second Avenue around 1890, looking North from Broadway.  Image 
from Nashville Then and Now. 

Silver Dollar Saloon around 1890.  It was named for the silver dollars 
embedded in every other floor tile.  The inset shows patrons of the 
Silver Dollar posing for a snapshot.  Image from Nashville Then and 
Now. 

This photo from around 1872 was taken at the corner of First 
Avenue and Broadway and shows busy wharf activity. 



 

Nashville steadily grew as a center of trade and 

manufacturing, and its favorable location on the 

Cumberland River and the railroad which had been 

constructed up First Avenue caused the First and 

Second Avenues area to become a center for 

warehousing and distribution of these manufactured 

goods.  During the decades following the Civil War, 

as the merchants and manufacturers prospered, the 

impressive buildings now existing on Second 

Avenue North, were constructed.  Products of 

almost every description were distributed from this 

point.   

 

As shipping on the Cumberland declined, buildings 

on Second Avenue fell into disuse or were used only 

as warehouses.  During the 1970s, Nashville's 

interest in renovation and restoration led to the 

opening of restaurants, shops, and galleries in the 

century-old buildings: and Second Avenue is now 

the heart of a thriving entertainment area, with a mix 

of tenants and residents on upper floors. 

 
In March of 1997, the Second Avenue National 

Register Historic District was designated a historic 

zoning district by the Metropolitan Council.  As part 

of the designation process, the Second Avenue 

Design Guidelines were developed by the 

Metropolitan Historic Zoning Commission (MHZC) 

in conjunction with area property owners and 

others.  Gaylord Entertainment provided valuable 

design and layout assistance.  
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Originally supplies were unloaded on First Avenue from Steamboats 
but by the 1920õs railroad cards brought freight to the businesses 

along First Avenue.  Rail spurs ran within a few feet of the buildings 
and truck drivers dispersed good in gasoline-powered vehicles. 
Photograph by Marvin W. Wiles; courtesy of Nashville Area Chamber of 

Commerce. 

This view is from Church Street looking north on Second Avenue 
and shows how the automobile age of the 1920s started to change 

the look of Nashville. 


